The Story of ‘Doug Eastgate’s’ escape at the fall of Singapore in 1942.

Background:

I embarked on SS”Aquitania” at Sydney on the 11th January 1942 as a member of unit 2/10 Aust.Ord.Fd.Workshops. and disembarked at Singapore on the 24th January 1942.

About 11th Feb 1942 and because of the deteriorating situation, the need for an Ord. Workshop unit no longer existed and every man was needed to assist in stemming the Japanese advance therefore the ‘workshop personnel’ were converted into infantry.

Singapore – 14th February 1942:

The unit 2/10 Aust.Ord.Fd.Workshop was stationed at a park in Singapore when about 11 o’clock pm my name was called out together with Basil White (we knew one another from our sailing days).

We were told to board a truck that came along. We didn’t know where we were going as it was a very dark night. We picked up more personnel

on the way and eventuately arrived at a wharf which was on fire caused from the enemy bombing. The sea was ablaze also because the oil storage tanks were also bombed. We left the truck and raced past the fires to the gangway and jumped on the waiting vessel called the “Chu Kwang”.
The vessel was crowded with other men but could not sail immediately because the captain didn’t know the safe channels for shipping – he also couldn’t see because of the flames on the water.

On the 15th February the captain eventuately found the correct shipping channel and set out down the coast of Sumatra. After several hours of sailing, 4 aeroplanes disturbed us. Someone said “not to worry, they’re ours”. Unfortunately, it turned out they were Hudson’s that the Japanese had repaired and taken over and they began bombing the ship. The ensuing destruction damaged the ship’s steering and the boat started going around in circles and the order was given to abandon ship.

I suffered a wound above the right hip and was given a morphine jab. Basil White dragged me across the deck and had me lowered into a lifeboat. I then saw Basil heading towards the land, hanging on to a part of a chest of draws, dog paddling towards the coast – he got ashore. 

We were picked up by the launch ”Trengharra” and taken to Tembiliham(Sumatra) at the mouth of the Indragiri river. All the wounded were taken one by one into a small operating room. As far as I could find out, Colonel Coates was the name of the operating surgeon. He said to me “we have not got any chloroform or anaesthetic left so scream or yell as much as you can – it won’t help but it might make you feel better”. The injury was like tunnel shaped where the shrapnel had penetrated. The wound was not stitched but left open so that it could heal. After it was bandaged around the waist with a ‘shell – bandage’, i was then taken out and laid on an old mattress on the ground.

While I was on the operating table my boots were removed from my feet and left beside me when taken out. An Aussie soldier picked them up and said “you won’t be needing these” and took off with them.

Basil White came to tell me that all fit men were being taken down to Palembang by truck and flown back to Australia. All the wounded were to be taken to Padang on the west coast by ship and buses to then be picked up by ship and taken to India. All the wounded were subsequently taken by river steamer to Rengat and admitted to a small hospital. The next day we were trucked to Telukkuantan where we stayed overnight and finally arrived in Padang.

I and others were taken to a school and given a mattress and a blanket. Ships were supposed to come into Padang overnight so that they could evacuate the wounded – the last ones didn’t turn up.

At the school I met up with Victor Hudson who came from Sydney and a Malayan named Ibraham who had been serving on the ‘Prince of Wales’ before it was sunk by the Japanese. When in combat Ibraham served as a medical orderly. At this stage I was having thoughts about the chances of a ship arriving as the Japanese had invaded Sumatra. I thought that I might be able to get a boat and try to sail to India. Hudson and Ibraham said that they would be in it but we would have to enlist a few more.

At night on the 14th March, we went down to the port to see if there were any boats available to purchase. We also met several other expatriates with the same idea and when they found out that I had sailing experience, they joined up with us.

So I was one of a party of 11 who bought a native sampan in which we escaped from Padang on the 17th March 1942 – the day on which the Japanese entered the city.

Postscript:

After 63 days at sea in trying to reach India, they were blown up the Bay of Bengal by monsoonal winds, where they landed at Moulmein and were taken prisoners by the Japanese. Doug now spent the next three years as a POW in Rangoon goal.
During this time he kept a diary that records in graphic detail his day to day experiences which he and his fellow POW’s suffered at the hands of the Japanese before being liberated in 1945.
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